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       Introduction 
 
 Beginning in the mid-fifteenth century, during the reign of Charles VII (1422-
1461), the “royal favorite” (favorite royale) became a quasi-official position within the French 
royal court (Wellman 37). The royal favorite was an open secret of French courtly life, an 
approved, and sometimes encouraged, scandal that helped to define the period of a king's reign. 
Boldly defying Catholic tenants of marriage, the position was a highly public transgression of 
religious mores. Shaped during the Renaissance by powerful figures such as Diane de Poitiers 
and Agnès Sorel, the role of the royal mistress evolved through the centuries as each woman 
contributed their own traditions, further developing the expectations of the title. Some used their 
influence to become powerful political actors, often surpassing that of the king’s ministers, while 
other women used their title to patronize the arts. Using the liminal space of their métier, royal 
mistresses created opportunities for themselves using the limited spaces available to women in 
Ancien Régime France.  
Historians and writers have been captivated by the role of the royal mistress for centuries, 
studying their lives and publishing both academic and non-academic biographies of individual 
mistresses. While this fascination was based on a biographical scope, the development of thought 
surrounding the title and its implications have only surfaced within the past few years. In 2006, 
Caroline Weber’s book, the Queen of Fashion presented the implications of Marie-Antoinette’s 
clothing and offered a comparison of the expectations for French queens versus that of royal 
mistresses. Christine Adams and Tracy Adams’ study of the Gallic singularity in their book, the 
Creation of the Royal Mistress was published recently in 2020. These texts demonstrate the 
growing interest in understanding the role of the mistress at court.   
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In order to be considered for the role, the first rule in the unwritten guide to court life 
required the aspiring favorite to be of noble birth. Aristocratic lineage was essential as it meant 
the woman had the proper social background to mingle with posh society, thus ensuring 
commoners would not have unrestricted access to the king (“Pompadour” Kaiser 1029). The 
Marquise de Pompadour would be the first woman to defy expectations and break tradition by 
becoming the first bourgeois mistress of French history to Louis XV in the mid-eighteenth 
century. Raised in accordance with aristocratic expectations for women with an education in 
music, dance, and literature, Pompadour was able to circumvent these unwritten traditions due to 
her family connections to the successful financiers, the Pâris brothers. Having earned their 
fortunes by financing the Sun King’s numerous wars, the Pâris brothers saw an opportunity to 
enrich themselves by facilitating an introduction between the young woman and Louis XV 
(Pevitt 5). With their selection of mistress at his side, the brothers knew Pompadour would work 
to support their interests. In addition to the requisite aristocratic lineage, a prospective mistress 
had to make effective use of what historian Clare Crowston refers to as “credit.” In Credit, 
Fashion, Sex: Economies of Regard in Old Regime France, Crowston identifies credit as a 
cultural construction of the Ancien Régime by which resources could be obtained through 
various means (Crowston 2). More complex and nuanced than a simple monetary transaction, the 
credit system allowed for individuals to gain access and influence through means such as 
friendships, appearances, and favors. This ubiquitous apparatus was understood and agreed upon 
as a process for individuals to acquire power and prestige. Crowston defines credit as “the 
common sense and realpolitik of the era, the open secret of the operation of power” (Crowston 
22). 
 5 
Under the credit system, the four main types of credit (cultural, societal, political and 
financial) functioned as the keys to opportunity (Crowston 15). For example, possessing enough 
knowledge about courtly dynamics to deliver a witty comment at the expense of another noble 
could be exchanged for an invite to a private dinner with important political actors. In the strict 
social hierarchy of the Ancien Régime, credit highlighted the complexities and subtleties that 
were prevalent despite the structural rigidity. Throughout the reigns of France’s kings, mistresses 
evolved to become skilled in the art of converting the various forms of credit. As an individual of 
high credit at court, Louis XV’s first official mistress, the Marquise the Pompadour, enjoyed 
putting on plays and other performances for courtiers at Versailles. This seemingly leisurely 
activity was an opportunity for courtiers to establish credit with the marquise. The theater forced 
Pompadour’s opponents of the conservative dévot party to feign respect for her in order to obtain 
an invitation (Kaiser 1032). Having no other option than to seek her influence, Pompadour used 
her relationship with the king and her sexual credit to enhance her political credit. Sporting a 
style or color of dress considered to be à la mode according to the standards of the trend-setting 
aristocracy would spare a bourgeois individual of disapproving glances and hushed whispers if 
invited to a court event by means of a powerful connection. Although the acquisition of credit 
was integral to those seeking space in rarefied places such as mistresses, the credit system 
affected each group of French society, requiring all—from the most powerful estate-holding 
aristocrats to agricultural workers in the provinces—to be players in the intricate game of credit. 
The lack of noble blood did not prevent the menu peuple from also seeking advantageous 
marriages for their children or purchasing material goods to signal financial stability to others 
within their community (Crowston 25). The accumulation of credit determined the success of a 
royal mistress, and lack thereof severely diminished chances of obtaining this coveted position. 
 6 
Louis XIV’s first mistress, the timid Louise de La Vallière, was swiftly replaced by the witty 
Madame de Montespan. Known for her sparkling personality developed in the Parisian salons, 
Montespan’s social credit drew attention away from La Vallière and helped position herself to 
become a potential mistress (Adams & Adams 117). 
 The role of the mistress was one of the great contradictions of life during Old Regime 
France. Catholicism was central to life in the Ancien Régime. Starting with the king who stood at 
the top of the social hierarchy, the monarch was seen as a divine ruler sent by God to rule over 
his subjects. Using their exalted position to openly transgress one of the most fundamental 
tenants of Catholicism by having extraconjugal affairs, kings did not face repercussions for 
having official mistresses, yet their actions invited scrutiny by the church as well as conservative 
contemporaries. In a letter to Louis XIV in 1675, preacher and tutor to the dauphin, Bishop 
Bossuet, pleaded with Louis to dismiss Madame de Montespan, stating: “Your heart will never 
belong peacefully to God as long as this violent love, which has separated you from Him for so 
long, still rules” (Bossuet 498). Other commentators were not as concerned with the salvation of 
the king’s soul but rather the potential consequences of allowing a woman to influence politics 
behind the scenes. A Dutch writer in 1775 compared Louis XV’s relationship with Pompadour to 
slavery, writing “he could not live without being in chains” (Gallica). As the king was 
considered to be a divine presence on Earth, he was relatively unscathed by religious criticism 
for his affairs. While the king enjoyed his sexual freedom, his mistresses were blamed for having 
slept with a married man. This inequality inherent in the relationship between king and mistress 
exposed women to criticism. Used as scapegoats for the ills of France by dominating powerful 
kings, enemies of mistresses at court denounced them for their actions. In order to not insult the 
king by attacking his character or governing abilities, courtiers had to carefully balance the line 
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between expressing disdain for the mistress while maintaining respect for the king. While other 
European rulers were not lacking in extramarital affairs, the concept of the French royal mistress 
became known as what Tracy Adams refers to as the “Gallic singularity” due to the 
incomparable prominence mistresses held at court compared to those in other nations (“Gallic” 
Adams 46). This phenomenon was a product of the French trust in mutually beneficially 
relationships between men and women (“Gallic” Adams 51). With their capacity for being a 
civilizing influence, women were believed to be the driving forces of morality (Offen 23). Kings 
were permitted to enjoy the company of multiple women as their femininity was supposed to 
highlight the king’s virility by providing a counterpart to their traditional image as hyper-
masculine warriors. Dating back to the Middle Ages, kings were both ruler and warrior. In order 
to protect the image of the king as a soldier, artists immortalized the monarch by depicting them 
on horseback. When not fighting for glory, the image of a strong and imposing ruler was 
maintained through the sport of hunting (Weber 82). Entrusted with the safety of his people, the 
iconography of the king as a heroic soldier was a necessary image to protect and cultivate. This 
is reflected in the equestrian monuments of Louis XIV sprinkled throughout France in the late 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries (Weinshenker 2). Having a mistress was yet another 
way kings could demonstrate their supposed strength and dominance by showing their ability to 
attract numerous beautiful women. However glamourous these women were, they were expected 
to stay within the confines of their limited role.  
Although mistresses were tolerated for being the king’s sexual partner, they faced vitriol 
if they attempted to step outside of this boundary. The “querelle des femmes,” also known as the 
“woman question” in France debated women’s abilities in comparison to men. However inferior 
women were perceived to be, their natural intelligence, or “woman’s intuition" was 
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acknowledged and recognized as the wisdom “that allowed them to develop strategic skill at 
managing men” (Offen 33). This nuanced perception of women’s strength was reflected in 
French law. Introduced to exclude women from wearing the crown, the Medieval doctrine of 
Salic Law legally prevented women from holding official power. Paradoxically, this 
exclusionary legislation allowed women to exercise soft power outside the confines of the law—
the position of royal mistress being a prominent example. While Salic Law decreed the 
limitations of women within the political sphere on paper, their intelligence and capacity for 
politics were a perennial threat as their abilities were recognized despite their exclusion from 
holding official power (Creation of the Royal Mistress Adams 4). When the Duke de Croÿ 
visited Madame de Pompadour at her toilette to settle a personal matter, he noted how pleasant it 
was to “have done business with such a pretty prime minister” (Croÿ 227). The political acumen 
of mistresses in particular were acknowledged as it allowed courtiers to instill fear of their 
activities in others at court and exaggerate their involvements in government. In his Directions 
pour la conscience du roi, ou Examen de conscience sur les devoirs de la royaulté, François de 
Salignac de La Mothe- Fénelon warns, “Have you not allowed women immodest freedom? Do 
you exclude yourself from young beautiful young women who will be a tap for you and for your 
courtiers?” (Fénelon 18).   
When twenty-two-year-old Agnès Sorel became the first maîtresse en titre to Charles 
VII, her prominence at court created new dynamics and conventions between king and mistress. 
Prior to Charles’ appointment of Agnès, women involved with the king would receive a small 
monetary reward as a gesture of thanks. This process of giving women money for sleeping with 
the king would eventually create the foundations of the relationship between king and official 
mistress; the woman was to receive monetary gifts and other tangible presents as one of the 
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many advantages of being in the king’s good graces (Wellman 39). Historically, kings showered 
their mistresses with lavish gifts consisting of titles, allowances, of priceless jewelry, and estates. 
As the first woman to begin the tradition of the royal mistress’ costly spending habits, Agnès 
Sorel in the fifteenth century used fashion as a vehicle to communicate her superiority to the 
other women at court. By scrupulously adorning herself in costly luxuries such as diamond 
necklaces and long trains made of the finest fabrics, she flaunted her relationship with the king 
and the spending power she received from her elevated status (Wellman 48). A hundred years 
later, Diane de Poitiers, mistress and political advisor to Henry II, became the beneficiary of 
taxes which reallocated state funds to her name (Wellman 211). Over the years, the gifts grew 
more lavish as mistresses developed a reputation for their conspicuous consumption. Mistresses 
were brutally criticized by the church for developing an obsession with vanity and immorality 
(Weber 100). Lambasted by conservative contemporaries for basking in riches, mistresses 
became associated with both sartorial and sexual excess. This categorization of mistresses placed 
them in direct opposition to the virtuous and pious queen who quietly fulfilled her role of mother 
and wife. 
Compared to the queen whose presence at court was permanent, mistresses were only in 
favor as long as they received the king’s approbation. A mistress’ credit crumbled the second the 
king appointed a new woman to share his bed. In order to combat the precariousness of their 
position, royal mistresses had to grow their credit through alliances with powerful friends who 
could help them to retain their role until the king grew tired of them. Except for the case of the 
Marquise de Pompadour who was able to preserve her credit after she was no longer maîtresse 
en titre, these women found themselves ostracized from courtly life. Upon the death of Henry II, 
Diane de Poitiers was sent away from the castle to live in exile (Wellman 214). When replaced 
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by Madame de Montespan, Louise de La Vallière found no other recourse than to enter a 
convent. Because of their morally compromised position, contemporaries had yet another 
weapon to villainize them. When a mistress was dismissed from her post, she faced the onus of 
carrying the blame for having slept with a married man.  
 Although mistresses were shamed for their actions after being dismissed, their bodies 
were not under the same type of scrutiny as the queen’s. Shipped from foreign courts, the 
queen’s body served the purpose of birthing an heir. The queen’s duties at court were also 
nuanced between the motherly figure which softened the king’s warrior image and the public 
role of attending diplomatic events and ceremonies. Queens were often imported from abroad to 
cement alliances with other European powers such as Louis XIV’s marriage to Maria Theresa of 
Spain in order to secure peace between the two feuding states. For these queens, their 
foreignness was at the same time an asset and a detriment as it sparked scurrilous suspicions and 
impeded upon their assimilation to life at the French court (Wellman 3). One of the most salient 
examples is the accusations calling Marie Antoinette an Austrian spy that contributed to her 
negative reputation (Queen of Fashion). The mistrust of foreign queens could help to explain the 
rise of the mistress. Compared to foreign queens, concerns over the loyalty of royal favorites 
were not called into question as they were all French. These xenophobic attitudes could have 
played a part in allowing the role of the mistress to evolve as French women were more readily 
accepted at court. Instead, mistresses were often at the center of controversies if they were 
perceived to be overstepping their boundaries with the king and venturing into the political 
sphere. Despite the conventions associated with each role, queens and mistresses did not remain 
fixed in the artificial restrictions placed on them. A queen could stand as a strong figure with 
great influence over arts and culture such as the famed Renaissance queen Catherine de Medici, 
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and a mistress could break free from the romantic and sexual confines of her position to become 
a strong political force, as evidenced by Pompadour.  
 Over the years, the French court grew accustomed to the dynamics between the king, his 
queen, and his mistress. The categorization of queens and mistresses that placed limitations on 
women’s capacities helped organize court and government as a whole in a highly structured 
environment. When Louis XVI became the only king to not have a declared maîtresse, the break 
in tradition fostered discomfort among courtiers. The king allowed Marie-Antoinette to break 
free from courtly conventions by giving her permission to retreat from the palace into her 
personal haven in the Petit Trianon. Although she enjoyed tranquil moments with friends in her 
own miniature Versailles, her unfettered liberty gave rise to commentary associating her more 
with a mistress than a queen (Weber 99).  Marie-Antoinette’s rebellious attitudes unhampered by 
her husband became perceived as a relationship between a king who never refused the wants of 
his mistress. The disruption in tradition led to negative perceptions of the queen that continue to 
affect how she is presented in the media today as a vapid young woman with voracious spending 
habits. The treatment of women celebrities in French history can help explain the misogynistic 
headlines and attitudes held towards contemporary women in power.  
Despite the luxurious lifestyle of a maîtresse-en-titre, a royal favorite's post was 
constantly in jeopardy. Critics of Louis XIV's last mistress, Madame de Maintenon, referred to 
her as "Madame de Maintenant" (Bryant 62). Being a mistress was not considered as social 
activity, but as a métier, or job. Mistresses were expected to keep the king company and be a 
friend or advisor when asked (Bryant 315). Even if they were able to fulfill their obligations, the 
king could easily turn to another woman once he tired of the former. The precarious and 
ephemeral nature of the position offered little to no security, as the mistress’s livelihood was 
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dependent on the king's whims. The high risks and reward typical of the role align it with that of 
the women of the demimonde, the world of elite prostitution. The courtesans, or dames 
entretenues, sought the financial protection of wealthy men through the “formal informal” 
practice of oral contracts (Women and Work Kushner 55). The tenants of these contracts were 
followed by both parties despite not being legally binding. Both métiers of elite prostitutes and 
royal mistresses had no basis in law and were regarded as illicit, though not illegal by societal 
standards. The tolerated taboo of both roles allowed for women to convert credit through what 
Crowston defines as libidinal credit, in exchange for financial credit and social status (Crowston 
121). As both types of women operated outside of religious mores, mistresses and courtesans 
alike faced difficulties when reintegrating into society upon their retirement.  
The rigid social hierarchy elaborated on by Louis XIV’s absolutism endeavored to 
categorize society. In his “gilded cage” of Versailles, the Sun King gathered nobles to live under 
his rules (Beik 50). The subjugation of the aristocracy under the king stripped them of the 
independence they had previously enjoyed on their own lands. Having to abide by the king’s 
orders, nobles were forced to debase themselves and show deference for the king. Under the 
tutelage of Richelieu’s ideas on state power, Louis XIV expanded monarchical authority in his 
quest to unite the country under his force. Centralizing the nation by cementing his rule as divine 
sovereign, part of the king’s mission to exalt his supremacy over his own subjects consisted of 
his glorification in portraits, statues, and on buildings. These physical manifestations of state 
power intended to glorify the monarch had a dual purpose by acting as reminders of the royal 
government’s growing control over his subjects. Needing to manage a growing realm, the king 
created a system of government agents to collect information on the state of affairs in various 
regions and report their findings back to him (Beik 85). In conjunction with the proliferation of 
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royal monuments across the country, an explosion of scientific and mathematical thought swept 
the country. With the founding of the Académie des Sciences in 1666, cartographers and 
engineers sought to charter distant regions which lay further from Paris, the administrative center 
of the country (Lochard). The strategic placement of monuments to the state served as a visual 
representation of its power on France’s landscape. Louis’ concern with governing France can be 
seen as a nascent example of Michel Foucault’s panopticon, the omnipresent disciplinary system 
used as a tool of surveillance to control without direct intervention (Foucault 202). This 
mechanism of power can be seen in the Sun King’s efforts to control his subjects. Responding to  
Foucault’s view of the panopticon, Michel de Certeau in Practice of everyday life discusses the 
ways individuals can resist surveillance. In his book, de Certeau defines the two disparate 
sections of society, that of “place” and “space.” Describing place as the stable institutions which 
have a distinct function in society, place functions as the dominant force in society due to their 
visibility (de Certeau 117). In the Ancien Régime, place was defined as the aristocracy and the 
church, the ruling classes that had power over France. The act of building over France developed 
de Certeau’s view of place by constructing visual representations of state power to emphasize the 
king’s control. According to de Certeau, space is the direct opposite of place. Instead of having a 
fixed place, space is dynamic and lacks the stability of place. Lacking the means to challenge the 
dominant social order, common people look towards spaces to survive. Since place was 
commanded by the ruling powers in the Ancien Régime, space was used by the underprivileged 
to “make do” with the tools available to them (de Certeau 18). The processes of making space 
through a series of careful movements to subvert controlling forces is a tactic according to de 
Certeau. One example of a tactic is his explanation of walking. De Certeau describes the act of 
walking as “a process of appropriation of the topographical system on the part of the pedestrian” 
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(de Certeau 97). Thus, walkers make their mark on the land, street, or sidewalk of a place that 
does not belong to them. De Certeau’s theories can help to explain the occupation of royal 
mistress. Due to the lack of options given to women in early modern France, the title of royal 
favorite gave women space within a place that actively sought their exclusion.   
In the scholarly literature on mistresses that examine their role in court and society,1 
historians refer to the women’s ability to carve out a position from the institution of the royal 
government and earn credit through the expansion of their role. From appearances and fashion to 
the creation of one’s image, power could be achieved through unlikely means by those excluded 
from ruling classes or in the case of mistresses, the ruling sex.  Observing how mistresses 
throughout French history handled their credit, royal favorites were able to continue traditions to 
forge their own paths. Without restrictive formal guidelines, mistresses played by the rules in the 
game of credit while pushing the boundaries of women’s power to carved out spaces. 
In order to examine how royal mistresses in early modern France negotiated the politics 
and culture of courtly life, I will begin in Chapter 1 by addressing the liminal role mistresses 
occupied in conjunction with the work of de Certeau. In Chapter 2, I turn to examine the tactics 
used by mistresses that supported and legitimized their roles through appearances. In Chapter 3, I 








1 See Christine Adams and Tracy Adams, Creation of the French Royal Mistress (Pennsylvania University State 
Press 2020) and Kathleen Wellman Queens and Mistresses of Renaissance France (Yale University Press 2013). 
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   Chapter 1: The Liminal Space of the Maîtresse-en-titre 
 Thrust into a high-profile position at the heart of the court, royal mistresses had to navigate 
the dynamics of their role. Despite the prominence of maîtresses en titre, their quasi-official 
status was not recognized by the law. As their position was never formally established in writing, 
their duties and expectations were left open to interpretation by each woman. Referred to as a 
career, the position of royal favorite can be viewed as a job—despite the lack of a formal list of 
responsibilities. Making use of this ambiguity, the role of the mistress closely resembled that of 
elite prostitutes from the demimonde as both types of women made use of space and time to 
assert their independence.  
 Contemporary historians writing on the role of the maîtresse-en-titre characterize the 
duration of a mistress’ relationship with the king as a métier or career.2 Aristocratic women may 
have ran estates, in some cases, but they did not need to work due to the immense privilege they 
inherited. While their male counterparts also filled their days with late-night gambling and 
endless gossip, men could use their status to obtain commissions, pensions, and other posts 
within the royal government. The only obligation they had was to marry a man of their family’s 
choosing to secure a union that would allow them to ascend to an even higher rank. Aristocratic 
women’s leisurely lives are compared to women commoners who had a strong presence in 
economic life in the Ancien Régime by running workshops, guilds, and working the manual jobs 
in virtually every sector (Hafter & Kushner 2). The equivocal position of the royal mistress raises 
questions concerning the nature of their work. Despite their privilege and the credit they already 
possessed by virtue of their title, mistresses still found it worthwhile to step into this role. Even 
 
2 Christine Adams and Tracy Adams, Creation of the French Royal Mistress (Pennsylvania University State Press 
2020), 1, 3, 14, 19 and Mark Bryant, Queen of Versailles (McGill-Queens University Press 2020), 99, 120, 146, 252, 
276, 315, 445. 
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the bourgeois mistresses of Louis XV, Madame de Pompadour and Madame du Barry, were in a 
comfortable financial position before meeting the king, as both were in advantageous marriages 
with wealthy men. The ultimate form of credit available to French women was a place by the 
king’s side. In seeking out this position, these women defied societal expectations of women’s 
roles. 
 This chapter explores how women were able to use their position to gain access to 
opportunities. Given that mistresses were not able to have a formal place within the government, 
they had to find ways to shape their role outside of official practices. Michel de Certeau’s 
explanation of place and space presents the systems through which mistresses were able to mold 
their position. De Certeau identifies place as the purview of institutions with power and a fixed 
standing in society. Space refers to “practiced” places, dynamic areas that are constantly 
changing and in motion. For example, the royal government at the palace of Versailles can be 
defined as a place because it belongs to the state, a political entity managed by a small section of 
elites. In comparison to place, space is occupied by the weaker sections of society. De Certeau’s 
example of walking in a city describes how people can create space. As individuals walk, 
moving through the city, they lack a fixed place. De Certeau views walking as a chance to mold 
and write on place. With each step, the pedestrian leaves its mark on the city. This fleeting 
motion then allows the pedestrian to create their own space. “Tactics” are the processes through 
which common people act within places that belong to those in power: as de Certeau writes, 
“The space of a tactic is the space of the other” (de Certeau 37). Tactics are isolated actions that 
allow weaker individuals to seize opportunities in the fractures of the surveillance system 
through “microbe-like” operations in their everyday lives (de Certeau xv). In Ancien Régime 
France, tactics took the form of fashion, flattery, relationships, invitations—the endless list of 
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social practices used to advance in status, or what Crowston identifies as credit. As I examine in 
depth in the following chapters, mistresses used tactics to make space for themselves in a world 
that generally denied women the right to power and influence. Legally unrecognized and 
unregulated, the position of maîtresse en titre allowed women to occupy a role at court and make 
space for themselves in French politics. By employing a multitude of tactics, these mistresses 
made the most out of their time in the spotlight to benefit themselves, enrich their friends and 
families, and leave their mark on French history.  
 Lacking a legal definition, the title of maîtresse en titre itself functioned as a space. 
Whereas places constitute a “proper”—the territory of those in power—and have a distinct 
location, space “occurs as the effect produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, 
temporalize it” (de Certeau 117). This ambiguity provided mistresses with the freedom to define 
the role according to their own interests and desires. A mistress could adorn herself à la Du 
Barry in shoes that sparkled with the light of diamonds, or become involved in politics to the 
point of being referred to as première ministresse, as did Madame de Maintenon. Whichever path 
she chose, she was able to decide how she would interpret the role. Because the title was first 
created by king Charles VII, the role can be considered as space functioning within a proper 
place: the royal court. Although the king’s government is defined as a proper and the maîtresse 
en titre was an official title, the role was never formalized, but instead, by women who 
understood the credit system and used tactics to reach the position. Thus, mistresses made space 
within the title accorded to them by defining the role themselves.  
 Given the ambiguous nature of the role of the king’s favorite, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that dictionaries and reference works from the time do not include definitions of the term 
“maîtresse en titre.” The only mention of maîtresse in relation to a king or ruler in the 
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Encyclopédie is in the entry for “concubinage,” in Volume 3 which describes the history of the 
term from antiquity to the time of publication. The opening paragraphs are careful to situate the 
practice in the past and attribute it to countries other than France, stating that concubinage “avoit 
lieu chez les anciens, & qui se pratique encore en quelques pays” (Encyclopédie). While the 
entry states that concubines were different than mistresses, it does not define the latter term. The 
“disorder” of concubinage prompts a statement describing contemporary views on the subject: 
“En France, le concubinage est aussi regardé comme une débauche contraire à la pureté du 
Christianisme, aux bonnes moeurs” (Encyclopédie). In the 1762 and 1798 versions of the 
Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, there is no entry for maîtresse in the context of 
extramarital affairs, only entries relating to women as the maîtresse of their home. First 
appearing in the 1873 edition of the Dictionnaire de la Langue Française, the term maîtresse 
déclarée is defined under the listing for maîtresse: “Maîtresse déclarée, nom qu'on donnait sous 
l'ancienne monarchie à la femme qui portait publiquement le titre de maîtresse du roi” 
(Dictionnaire). The absence of an officially recognized term for mistresses can be compared to 
the numerous entries devoted to the concubine, dating to 1606. These texts suggest that the word 
“concubine” can easily replace the term “mistress.” One entry published in the 1694 
Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française reads: “One who is not married with a man, lives with 
him as if she were his wife” (Dictionnaire).  
The mention of concubines, in tandem with the exclusion of royal mistresses, 
demonstrates that certain sections of the Old Regime needed to dissimulate the public fact of the 
countless royal mistresses of French history. Although the term was found in literature, the 
government controlled Académie Française did not deign to give a formal term to the king’s 
mistresses as they disapproved of feminine power. After the reign of Louis XIV, France 
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expressed fears over retaining its glory and reputation. Pointing to Louis XV’s taxes, diplomatic 
relations, and extramarital affairs, critics of the monarchy viewed his actions as secretive and 
arbitrary (“The Evil Empire” Kaiser 22). During the mid-eighteenth century, grievances about 
the political state of France were most often expressed as fears of despotism. Montesquieu’s De 
l’esprit des lois (1748) created a formal definition of despotism, stating that it requires when “a 
tyrant to exercise his authority, either by himself or alone, or by one who represents him” (xx). 
Discussions surrounding despotic behavior were made in comparison to “Oriental” styles of 
government. The abstraction of any non-European realm referred to as the “Orient” gave rise to 
fictional imagery of an emasculated despotic ruler founded in the belief of European superiority 
over “savage” nations where power went unchecked (Rubiés 111). French writers—including 
Montesquieu—promulgated orientalist sentiments by writing about Eastern rulers who made 
decisions based on personal desires rather than reason. Montesquieu’s fictional epistolary novel 
Lettres persanes offers an example of this view (Kaiser 8). At the end of the story, the sultan’s 
tyrannical power reaches a limit and causes a rebellion among his concubines. In these 
depictions of Eastern kingdoms, the seraglio conveyed the most concentrated vision of 
“Oriental” disorder. As a feminine space that denied entry to men other than the sultan, the 
harem represented the secrecy associated with despotism. Contemporaries applied the model of 
the harem to France to express their anxieties over women’s potential abuses of power 
(“Pompadour” Kaiser 1039). After witnessing Pompadour’s influence at court, the Marquis 
d’Argenson remarked that “la cour n’est plus qu’un sérail de femmes et de eunuques, qui 
gouverne tout par des maudites intrigues italiennes” (d’Argenson 401). Implicit in the 
dictionaries and the encyclopedia are misogynistic opinions regarding women in power as their 
authority was seen as countering that of the crown. By distancing themselves from the term 
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maîtresse, the writers of these seventeenth and eighteenth-century texts expressed their disdain 
for women who had unrestricted access to the king. 
Despite not having a legal role, the vocabulary used to describe the position of the royal 
favorite categorizes it as a job that women held and endeavored to maintain. In the 1762 edition 
of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française, an example under the entry for métier reads: “On 
dit populairement d' Une femme débauchée, qu' Elle est du métier.” (Dictionnaire). Existing 
against societal norms, mistresses encountered criticisms due to the space they occupied. In 
1675, the priest of the parish church of Versailles refused to give communion to Madame de 
Montespan, as she was considered a sinful woman (Barante 26). When Pompadour reached the 
apogee of her power, the royal family referred to her as “Mother Whore” (Kaiser 1030). 
Considering the role of the royal favorite as a job brings the position closer to the demimonde 
than a romantic affair between two aristocrats as it perceives the woman as the employee and the 
king as the employer. However, the political implications of the mistress’s role can lead to a 
different interpretation of its professional classification. Louis XIV’s last mistress and 
clandestine wife, Madame de Maintenon, wielded a great amount of political power, which she 
used to appoint various ministers to the king’s government (Bryant 445). Conducting business 
from her private apartments in Versailles, Maintenon met with courtiers, military officials, 
diplomats, and church officials (Bryant 13).  
 Furthermore, the definition of the relationship between king and mistress has a similar 
dynamic to the transactions of the demimonde. Consisting of dames entretenues, the “kept” 
women of the world of elite prostitution, and their patrons, this community was based on the sale 
of sex. Elite prostitutes had the potential to be financially independent due to the large sums they 
received from their wealthy lovers. This subsection of French society was considered to exist 
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separately from normal life, operating on the sidelines of proper society. Although the 
demimonde and affairs within the royal court were two separate entities, as Nina Kushner notes, 
both the kept women of prostitution and royal mistresses openly traded sex for money, status, 
and favors outside the marriage bond (Erotic Exchanges Kushner 6). Dames entretenues had to 
cultivate their appearance and personality in order to increase their earning potential, just as 
noblewomen seeking to catch the king’s eye had to differentiate themselves from other beautiful 
young women with their education and manners. Both forged a space for themselves in 
environments hostile towards women’s independence, by acting in ways contrary to expectations 
of women’s behavior. Gaining influence and financial security outside the traditional means of 
marriage, the two types of women used tactics to redefine feminine power. By achieving 
positions of influence, mistresses and elite prostitutes demonstrated non-traditional paths of 
survival. 
 While the luxury of being highly coveted afforded these women many financial and 
social advantages, they were also exposed to the harsh realities of openly trading their attentions 
in return for riches and prestige. Both elite prostitutes and mistresses were particularly vulnerable 
to the vagaries of time. For one, these positions offered little to no job security. Patrons and kings 
could decide to renege on their quasi-official contracts at any time, leaving the women they were 
involved with scrambling to plot their next steps. These factors caused both types of women to 
operate according to time. In de Certeau’s framing, tactics are ephemeral (de Certeau xix). Due 
to the need for secrecy, tacticians must make use of time, taking advantage of opportunities 
presented to them. As such, the wins accomplished by tactics are not sustainable: “Whatever it 
wins, it does not keep” (de Certeau xix). Time was a constant concern for mistresses. Kings had 
many mistresses drawn from the aristocracy or haute bourgeoisie. As both frequented court, a 
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mistress had to face both the previous mistress and future rival. Having to live with previous and 
future mistresses caused tensions at court. During Madame de Montespan’s tenure as Louis 
XIV’s official mistress, he also frequented Madame de Fontanges. The Italian nobleman and 
traveler Primi Visconti remarked the dynamics between the king and his lovers in 1678:  
When they attended Mass at Saint Germain, they positioned themselves in plain view of  
the king: Madame de Montespan with her children at the platform on the left facing  
everyone, and the other one on the right, although at Versailles Madame de Montespan  
sat on the side where the Gospels are, while Madame de Fontanges sat on the raised seats  
where the Epistles are…Assuredly, the court is the best comedy in the world. (Beik 59)  
 
Forced to confront their potential replacement, mistresses were reminded of the precarity of their 
position and the ephemeral nature of their career.    
Another aspect that unites the royal mistress and the elite prostitute is the concept of 
libertinage. Developed during the Regency, the period after the death of Louis XIV in 1715 and 
the ascension of Louis XV, libertinage was a movement of sexual freedom mostly granted to 
elite men (Kushner 8). Elite prostitution developed alongside the movement and created a culture 
wherein noble and wealthy bourgeois men used kept women as objects of self-definition to 
present themselves as having the means to afford a dame entretenue (Kushner 188). Although 
both libertinage and the demimonde entailed violating normative expectations with respect to 
sexual morality, libertinage typically involved liaisons between two people of the same social 
class, carried out in the service of pleasure or of vanity. Royal mistresses engaged in 
relationships with the king to advance their interests and those of their families. Entering a 
relationship with the king was a conscious decision. As aristocrats or well-off bourgeois, these 
women did not have to be with the king to live a comfortable life. But the myriad advantages of 
the relationship made the title of royal mistress a coveted position. Instead of following the 
traditional path of marriage for financial security, elite prostitutes had to find means of survival 
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which they found in the demimonde. For both demi-mondaines and royal mistresses, the métier 
was born out of necessity.  
Recognizing the role of mistress as a career legitimizes the historical and political impact 
these women had on France and on Europe. Within the term itself, the word “titre” gives 
additional insight to the concept of the role as a professional occupation. Paradoxically, it implies 
they had legal protection—which they lacked. The term conceals their efforts to make space for 
themselves in both the physical place of Versailles and the De Certalian definition of place. 
Suggesting they had place as they were “titled,” the term attempts to give legitimacy to the role 
which they did not obtain from the royal government. In addition, kings would bestow noble 
titles on their mistresses, ennobling the ones of low birth while further enriching the aristocratic 
ones. This practice was merely a false attempt to not legally recognize the professional element 
of the royal mistress. The title did little to fix the lack of a formal job description for these 
women. As the king’s de facto prime minister, mistresses had a hand in shaping French politics, 
culture, and foreign relations. Clouded by sexist bias, historians have dismissed their 
contributions and understated their influence for centuries. The concept of the position as a job 















Chapter 2: Fashioning Power 
 
 Regardless of sex, rank, or connections, credit shaped the life of every individual during 
the Old Regime (Crowston 23). As Charles Duclos characterizes it in his 1751 Considérations 
des mœurs de ce siècle, “Le credit est donc la relation du besoin à la puissance soit qu’on la 
reclama pour soi ou pour autrui” (156). As the currency of social exchange and social mobility, 
credit permeated all of France’s socioeconomic classes. Credit fueled lives by offering non-
aristocrats a means to ascend the social ladder. These changes in status entailed conversions 
among what Crowston identifies as the four forms of credit: cultural, societal, political and 
financial. Through everyday transactions involving material and immaterial credit—friendships, 
flattery, or funds—individuals sought to exchange the resources available to them for other 
forms of credit: securing a desired position, a place at someone’s table, or a place in someone’s 
bed.  Individuals were tasked with the responsibility of continuing the generational transition of 
credit based on their personal capabilities (Crowston 25-26). This meant that in some cases, the 
accumulation of credit did not ensure social success. Louis XIV’s first official mistress, the timid 
and pious Louise de La Vallière, was unable “to pursue the advantages and the credit that such a 
great passion could have led another to take,” according to Madame de Lafayette (Crowston 30). 
Unable to attract courtiers to her cause despite her aristocratic upbringing, La Vallière’s 
personality was no match for the captivating Montespan and intelligent Maintenon, who would 
later manage to become political actors (Adams & Adams 112). The seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries provided more opportunities for individuals to enter high society. Using credit in its 
various forms, mistresses were able to enter the political arena.  
The changes in this hierarchical society began with bourgeois men. Purchasing venal 
offices allowed wealthy men to exchange a vast sum for a lifetime post in the royal government, 
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which came with the promise of a noble title. After a few years of satisfactory work, the civil 
servant would be granted noble status for himself, as well as for his family and their descendants 
(Beik 7). This robe nobility (noblesse de robe)—so named after the long robes worn by these 
professionals—was distinct from the sword nobility (noblesse d’épée), which was comprised of 
distinguished families who had earned their privilege based on their ancestors’ valor on the 
battlefield centuries prior (Beik 8). 
In his influential Considérations sur les moeurs de ce siècle (1751), Académie Française 
secretary and salon star Charles Pinot Duclos, expresses his views on the declining power of the 
nobility. Throughout the text, Duclos refers to both the robe and sword nobility who occupied 
formal posts within the government as “gens en place.” Duclos observed the reversal in power 
relations in which high-ranking nobles who possessed no real power under their distinguished 
titles had to turn to lower-born civil servants for favors. He acknowledges the power held by 
well-connected people at court—even if this warped sense of superiority went against the power 
of “celui qui est place sur un lieu plus très élevé” (Duclos 108). Although still a part of the 
establishment, the men who entered into power on credit alone were the members of a new elite. 
They exemplified the credit system, as they were able to gain access to power and influence 
without possessing a title. By referring to those who gain access to the court on the basis of their 
credit as “gens en place,” Duclos symbolically accords them an established place at court and in 
the center of power. Duclos’ text relates to the de Certalian definition of control. As discussed in 
the previous chapter, the “proper” consists of individuals with an established and stable position 
in society. This group is associated with place, as power resides with these individuals. Thus, 
Duclos’ phrase calls attention to the new realities of the social hierarchy.    
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Whereas wealthy men could purchase a place among the elite, bourgeois Parisian women 
had to rely on a different mode of exchange to raise their credit and public status. Their primary 
network of access was salon culture. Salons were spaces of intellectual sociability, typically held 
in women’s homes, brought writers, philosophers, artists, and other non-nobles together to 
mingle and share ideas with nobles and well-connected Parisians. In order to be invited to a salon 
as a guest, one had to be a recognizable individual of high society, in addition to obtaining a 
recommendation from a current member (Salon Lilti 38). Presentations at salons were just as 
important as they were at court. Success in these circles depended on being fashionable, as ideas 
and expressions of thought were viewed as more legitimate if the individual offering them 
conformed to what was on trend (Lilti 169). Both men and women were able to enter high 
society, although men had the advantage of joining through official means.  
  As participation in the credit exchange was not limited to elite sections of society, 
commoners seeking to enrich themselves could manipulate its implicit guidelines. For example, 
cultural practices—wearing up-to-date clothing, having appropriate courtly manners, and 
displaying elegant dancing skills—often served as the keys needed to unlock social or political 
credit. Seeing potential opportunity in the ambiguity of appearances, members of eighteenth-
century France used fashion to their advantage. In the eighteenth century, the growth of fashion 
as a profitable industry in France developed alongside the economy of credit.  
Fashion’s expansion throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries due to Colbert’s 
mercantilist policies generated a heightened interest in pursuing trends (Crowston 105). By 
focusing on French manufacturing while placing hefty taxes on imports, government intervention 
facilitated the growth of the French textile industry (Beik 83). The development of the textile 
industries was bolstered by the state through monopolies and privileges. Colbert also took 
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initiative to establish a lace industry in France with the hopes of rivaling that of Venice 
(Crowston 105). The production of new fabrics also contributed to this rise, with cotton, hemp, 
and silk replacing garments previously made in wool (Roche 215). A larger garment industry 
was met with a wider market for clothing as domestic consumption increased. In the eighteenth 
century, all categories of social class experienced an increase in the value of their wardrobes—an 
increase that outpaced the consumption of other goods (Roche 213).  
 Viewing the disruptive nature of fashion, writers in Old Regime France expressed their 
anxieties over protecting the social order.  In his 1654 Aristippe, ou de la Cour, Jean-Louis Guez 
de Balzac contends that those lacking noble blood who find their way into aristocratic circles: 
S’introduisent ordinairement à la Cour, par des moyens bas, et quelques fois peu  
honnestes: Ils doient quelques fois le commencement de leur fortune, à une sarabande 
bien dancée, à l’agilité de leur coprs, et à la beauté de leur visage: Ils se font valoir par 
des services honteux, et dont le payement ne se peut demander en public: Ils se mettent 
en credit, par la seule recommendation du Vice. (de Balzac 204) 
 
He continues to excoriate the aspirational bourgeoisie, lamenting that they “donnent au Vice la 
couleur de la Vertu” (de Balzac 208). In criticizing commoners for using noble forms of self-
fashioning in order to enrich themselves, Balzac implicitly denounces social mobility itself. The 
1694 Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française defines la mode as “La manière qui est, ou qui a esté 
autrefois en vogue, sur des certaines choses qui dépendent de l' institution & du caprice des 
hommes” (Dictionnaire de L’Académie Française). The example sentences included in the entry 
reflect the ephemerality of fashion: “Cela estoit autrefois à la mode. la mode en est passée. la 
mode n' en est plus” (Dictionnaire de L’Académie Française). When speaking of the agrémens, 
or ornaments used to embellish women’s outfits, the Encyclopédie presents a similar view:  
Ces ouvrages sont momentanées, c'est-à-dire, sujets à des variations infinies qui  
dépendent souvent ou du goût des femmes, ou de la fantaisie du fabriquant. C'est  
pourquoi il n'est guère possible de donner une idée parfaite & détaillée de tous ces  
ouvrages ; ils seroient hors de mode avant que le détail en fût achevé. (“Agrémens”) 
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Emphasizing the transitory nature of fashion and its incessant innovations, these definitions cast 
in vogue clothing as insignificant, a representation of a mere moment in time. Moralists likewise 
denounced fashion as ludicrous and ephemeral, associating it with the whims of women whose 
capriciousness degraded moral standards at court (Crowston 117). Despite these comments, the 
very criticisms these writers had against fashion were used by the government as tools to signal 
its power.  
 As certain elements of fashion became codified during Louis XIV’s reign, clothing came 
to serve as a visual representation of one’s credit. Sporting a new style of coat with slashed 
sleeves to symbolize the mourning period for his father-in-law, the king passed a law in 1660 to 
prevent others—save a few select courtiers—from wearing the style (Weber 41). The Sun King 
mandated that only a select group of courtiers be allowed to wear specific clothing. In 1660, the 
Déclaration contre le luxe des habits, carrosses et ornemens forbade anyone outside the royal 
family from possessing clothing, furniture, and carriages adorned with gold or silver thread 
(Belin-Leprieur 384). With this official codification of fashion, the government reinforced the 
already rigid social hierarchy by imposing a law on bodies themselves, dictating how people 
could outfit their bodies and their homes. In this sense, it anticipates the characteristics of the 
disciplinary society that Michel de Certeau describes, which implicitly “writes” social norms 
onto the bodies of individuals. He gives the example of clothing, which “can be regarded as 
instruments through which a social law maintains its hold on bodies and its members” (de 
Certeau 147). Through the vicissitudes of clothing trends and appearances, state power and its 
social avatars assert their control over individual bodies and behaviors. Indeed, under the 1660 
sumptuary law, which attempted to maintain the social order by upholding class aesthetics, the 
price to pay for wearing gold or silver thread was confiscation of the object in addition to a fine 
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of 15 livres (Belin-Leprieur 384). While the purpose of the law was to dissuade wealthy 
individuals from dressing like nobles, it was rarely enforced (Mansel 7). Throughout French 
history, until the last attempt at policing appearance in 1724, sumptuary laws merely offered 
illusions of punishment for sartorial infractions. In scaring his subjects into following the law, 
Louis XIV asserted his omnipresent authority. Fashion was not the only mechanism used to 
inscribe bodies with perceptible markers of social class, as dance also had a starring role in 
European courts. Dance lessons were vital to the education of young aristocrats, as Ellen Welch 
has shown; each graceful step guaranteed “that their bodies would acquire the posture and 
carriage characteristic of aristocratic grace” (Welch 118-119). The emphasis placed on fashion in 
seventeenth-century manuals on decorum recognized the contemporary codes used to mold 
bodies. In his 1671 manual Nouveau traité de la civilité qui se pratique en France parmi les 
honnestes gens, Antoine de Courtin refers to fashion as a law, established by courtiers, that 
dictates what one must wear: “To avoid inconveniences, one must look to the source of fashion, 
which is the court” (de Courtin 126-127). The publication and dissemination of such manuals 
attests to the pervasiveness of the aristocracy’s authority to legislate appearances. The manuals 
served as textbooks for ambitious bourgeois, perpetuating the subjection of fashion to strict 
administrative and social codes. Presenting oneself in proper attire was crucial not only for an 
individual’s reputation, but also to abide by standards of politesse. In 1736, Jean-Baptiste de la 
Salle stressed the importance of appearances, relating them to good manners and ultimately 
proper Christian behavior in Les Règles de la Bienscéance et de la Civilité Chriétienne: “La 
bienscéance Chriétienne est donc une conduit sage et réglée, que l’ont fait paraître dans ses 
discours et dans ses actions exterieures” (La Salle v).  
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The proliferation of treatises, manuals, and other didactic texts on attire reflected the need 
for guidelines and instructions for those seeking advice on the conventions of dress and 
information about the latest fashions. Nicolas Faret’s The Art to Please at Court (1632) describes 
the opportunities and boundaries fashion presented to consumers wishing to conform to 
aristocratic sartorial mores. Faret opens the book by describing the desires of commoners 
“d’acquerir des honneurs et des richesses” (Faret 3). Faret’s text itself reflects the discussion 
between writers and moralists over whether the illusion of belonging that fashion provided had 
more weight in opening doors than superiority based on rank. In the chapter entitled “De la 
naissance,” Faret writes ‘I will first say that it seems of upmost necessity that the person who 
wants entry into this grand world be born a nobleman from a proper family” (Faret 13). 
Acknowledging the power of credit and the multitude of ways to bypass lack of noble blood, 
Faret continues in the next sentence: “This is not to say that I wish to banish those denied this 
honor by nature” (Faret 13). Faret’s text reflects on the phenomenon of ambitious bourgeois 
entering aristocratic society through venal offices.  
Fashion functioned as a tool of social separation, however, this tool previously used by 
the nobility was used to muddle the lines between classes in the eighteenth century. Pierre 
Bourdieu offers an explanation of this phenomenon in Distinction. In his text, he defines the term 
“habitus” as a structure that helps to organize class (Bourdieu 170). This structure refers to the 
habits, skills, and other cultural differences between classes. The habitus defines social classes 
based on each community’s unique characteristics. While classes are defined around a specific 
aesthetic, the habitus also understands how classes distinguish themselves based on the aesthetics 
they reject. According to Bourdieu, each social class has its own conception of taste. These 
preferences come to define each class and can be observed through distinctive signs that indicate 
 31 
a particular class. Stating that taste “raises the differences inscribed in the physical order of 
bodies to the symbolic order of significant distinctions,” Bourdieu’s logic connects to the 
sartorial norms present in Old Regime life (175). In her study of the modes of communication 
through which trends were disseminated, Crowston refers to these fashion trendsetters as 
“knowledge brokers” (Crowston 125). Mistresses followed the example of knowledge brokers to 
become potential candidates for maîtresse en titre. Low-born mistresses such as the Marquise de 
Pompadour and the Duchesse du Barry successfully manipulated fashion, studying and adopting 
the sartorial practices of the nobility in order to enter their ranks. Far from a frivolous pursuit 
centered around vanity, fashion was a personal and political strategy: a series of conscious 
decisions individuals made as they chose how to present themselves at the start of each day. 
As we saw in Chapter 1, tactics in de Certeau’s sense are necessarily ephemeral, 
depending on time to carry out their functions. As a phenomenon based on constant evolution—
what was on-trend one week could be obsolete the next—fashion lent itself to tactical 
mobilization. In order to use fashion as an effective vehicle for social advancement, women had 
to anticipate what was considered to be à la mode when meeting with credit holders or attending 
social events where they would be seen and lauded—or ridiculed—for their sartorial choices. 
Having the ability to predict which fashion trends would remain popular and which would fail 
required special attention and talent, opening up the world of fashion for perceptive outsiders. 
For prospective maîtresses en titre like Pompadour, who is rumored to have attempted to catch 
the king’s eye during a ball or hunting expedition, fashion was a central tactic of social 
advancement (“Pompadour” Kaiser 1028). 
Mistresses more generally had to have a strong command of time in order to insert 
themselves into the king’s life. The Pâris brothers who propelled Madame de Pompadour’s 
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career made sure to present to the king at a propitious moment after the sudden death of his 
former mistress. Acknowledging the temporal aspect of mistresses’ careers, contemporaries used 
the element of time to mock them. In 1772, the publication of a collection of falsified letters 
attributed to Pompadour after her death included a letter to her daughter reads: “La même fortune 
qui m’a élevée peut changer, et me rendre la plus malheureuse des femmes” (Berly 40). 
Observing the short reign of mistresses, the author of the letter included this line to reflect the 
realities of women in this role. Having to keep up with changing styles and needing to predict the 
most opportune moment to demonstrate themselves as a proper candidate for the role, mistresses 
used time to their advantage before, during, and after their reign to seize opportunities once they 
arose. 
During the regency period following the death of Louis XIV, distrust in women’s credit 
was at an all-time high. Having witnessed the influence of the king’s last mistress, Madame de 
Maintenon, envious ministers scorned women who attempted to insert their voice in politics, 
viewing feminine authority as a threat to political and social stability and courtly values. Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’s Lettre à d’Alembert sur les spectacles (1758) manifests similar anxieties 
about women’s capacity to reshape society: “Partout où dominent les femmes, leur goût doit 
aussi dominer: et voilà ce qui determine celui de notre siècle.” (Rousseau 194). Elite society was 
even more reticent to accept a woman’s influence when she was of low birth. When the 
Marquise de Pompadour entered Versailles as Louis XV’s royal mistress, courtiers were quick to 
denounce her bourgeois origins, as her access to power fueled broader fears about women—and 
the bourgeois—dominating politics. Despite her lack of noble blood, Pompadour’s connections 
to the successful financiers, the Pâris brothers, offered her an education comparable to that of an 
aristocratic woman. In order to dazzle at court, she also studied with dancing and music tutors. 
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She learned how to emulate aristocratic comportment by acquiring these skills, beginning the 
process of molding her body to imitate aristocratic elegance. Prior to her career as a royal 
mistress, Pompadour had married Charles-Guillaume Lenormant, a tax-farmer. While married, 
she rose to prominence in top-tier Parisian salons hosted by Madame de Geoffrin and Madame 
de Tencin, where she discussed and debated popular Enlightenment texts with writers, 
philosophers, and artists (Pevitt 18-19). The etiquette of these social gatherings followed a core 
set of unspoken rules, the first being a mastery of witty repartee. Possessing the mot d’esprit, or 
sharp witticism, was essential to salon culture, where intellectual insults founded on hyperbolic 
flattery were the lingua franca (Lilti 136). Another vital aspect of salon manners was the ability 
to react properly after individuals shared their written works, which required offering 
enthusiastic applause (Lilti 170). For those who wanted to participate in salon culture, it was 
essential to master the specific codes of salon politesse. As salon customs were based on courtly 
manners, the salon taught Pompadour the necessary tactics to avoid ridicule at court. By 
inscribing the codes of aristocratic comportment onto her body, her physical appearance 
resembled that of an aristocrat.  
Once in the position of maîtresse en titre, these women held enough credit in order to 
propagate new fashions they created themselves. They became knowledge brokers, able to set 
trends based on their newfound status and position at court. As Jennifer Jones notes, “the official 
mistress of the king became the unofficial mistress of la mode” (Jones 11). In the fifteenth 
century, the first maîtresse en titre, Agnès Sorel, popularized low-cut dresses at court, going 
against traditional modesty: portraits depict her with her neck and shoulders exposed (Wellman 
49). Later, during the reign of Louis XIV, Madame de Montespan wore a style of dress during 
her pregnancies called la robe battante, which featured a looser and more comfortable bodice 
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(Adams & Adams 122). In addition to this new silhouette, Montespan favored the hurluberlu 
coiffure, with her hair “coiffée de mille boucles” adorned with ribbons and pearls (Mariton 7). 
Montespan was not only a trendsetter at court; she also projected styles to foreigners. 
Representing French economic interests as part of Colbert’s initiatives for the domestic 
production of textiles, she appeared at a diplomatic event in a dress covered in point de France 
lace (Mansel 8). Among the maîtresses en titre, Madame de Pompadour was the most influential 
knowledge broker. This is perhaps most evident in her creation of the pompadour hairstyle, a 
powdered updo that was soon copied by women at court and would continue to be popular 
throughout the century (Weber 16). As she often sported hair decorations, Pompadour’s name 
inspired the ornamental pompon, which included a variety of flowers, feathers, ribbons, and 
jewels (Ribeiro 174). 
Even after her six-year romantic relationship with the king came to an end in 1750, 
Pompadour maintained enough credit to remain at court, continuing to involve herself in politics 
until her death in 1764. Her success at court—even after the king had taken other mistresses— 
bespeaks her ability to transfer her sexual capital into political credit, through what Crowston 
refers to as the “libidinal economy”: the exchange of sexual relationships for money or favors 
(Crowston 90). Pompadour converted this credit into political influence, a transaction that did 
not go unnoticed by contemporary observers. Pompadour’s strong political power led many to 
compare her to Madame de Maintenon, from courtiers during her time at Versailles to modern 
historians.3 The Marquis d’Argenson declared that “[elle] sera une Madame de Maintenon” 




Through the successful manipulation of credit, mistresses gained access to privileged 
spaces. Particularly for the women who lacked noble titles, fashion proved especially effective as 
a means of entry into the world of the court. Seizing the opportunity of fashion as a tool of 
identification and distinction, these women crafted their appearances based on proper etiquette to 
gain access to spaces of power. Once crowned maîtresses en titre, they created new fashions, 
further expanding their influence at court and beyond. The relationship between mistresses and 
fashion led historians to characterize these women in a negative light, citing their apparent 
excesses. The connection between mistresses and their appearances was an important element 



























Chapter 3: Mistresses and Celebrity 
 
 As fixtures at court, mistresses were thrust into the public eye. Courtiers and court 
historians viciously attacked them for their pretensions and never wasted an opportunity to 
remind others of the indecent methods they had used to ascend to power. The subject of lewd 
poems and pamphlets that depicted them engaged in lascivious acts,4 mistresses were constantly 
ridiculed in an effort to debase their credit. Anger and hostilities towards powerful mistresses 
intensified throughout the centuries and festered in Parisian streets and in the clandestine press. 
As soon as these insults from anonymous sources spread from the capital to the court, police 
attempted to find the culprits of the malicious writings (Caraman 47). Shrouded in mystery, the 
perpetrators of these insults took advantage of Parisian forms of oral communication to spread 
their slanderous words. Often expressed in the form of catchy rhymes, the disparaging barbs 
quickly caught on and were repeated amongst townspeople (Pevitt 56). Despite the sexist 
campaigns designed to attack their reputation and credibility, mistresses found ways to 
circumvent their negative portrayals and take control of the narrative over their lives. Royal 
favorites were public figures because of their connection to the king.  
Through careful manipulation of their image, most of these women succeeded in being 
remembered for something other than their proximity to power. Although some higher-profile 
mistresses, such as Madame de Maintenon, were successful, others were not able to create their 
own image outside their relationship with the king. Louise de La Vallière serves as an example 
of a mistress who did not become a celebrity in her own right. The mistresses who had the 
biggest impact on history were those who ventured into different public avenues, such as politics 
 
4 See Christine Pevitt, Madame de Pompadour: Mistress of France. (Grove Press, 2002) 54-56 and Victor-Charles-
Emmanuel de Riquet Caraman La famille de la mise de Pompadour (H. Leclerc, 1901) 40-46. 
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or art. Being recognized—and criticized—for their political and cultural contributions elevated 
them to celebrity status.   
As we saw in Chapter 1, royal mistresses occupied a liminal place at the court and in the 
public imaginary, as their position was illicit but tacitly accepted. As Marcus’ book 
demonstrates, some celebrities base their careers and image on being different. Attracting 
attention due to their non-conformity, they differentiate themselves on the basis of their 
appearance, sex, sexuality, or status. In her study of fame, Marcus identifies “defiant celebrities” 
as those whose fame arises from non-conformity. These figures “perform shamelessness,” 
Marcus asserts, by assuming the role of an outsider (Marcus 24). In highlighting their non-
conformity, these individuals flaunt their individuality (Marcus 24). Defiant celebrities are 
admired for their intrepidity by others who also live on the periphery of societal expectations and 
acceptability (Marcus 26). Because mistresses navigated the fraught path that would lead them to 
access and influence, they risked ruining their reputations by entering into the precarious 
position. In addition to the new overwhelmingly male class of celebrity during the Enlightenment 
comprised of writers and philosophers, mistresses also experienced fame and its conditions.  
As this chapter will show, mistresses were aware of their spot in the public eye since the 
Renaissance. With the emerging concept of celebrity in the eighteenth century, mistresses were 
propelled to new heights of fame. The public became intimately familiar with their lives, even 
going so far as to create objects, such as fashion dolls, in their image. Another aspect of celebrity 
royal favorites experienced was the repurposing of their images which developed into an 
iconography of mistresses in French history. Through these avenues, royal favorites espoused the 
aspects of celebrity as tactics in order to emerge from the king’s shadow.  
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In order to examine the celebrity of mistresses, the popularization of Enlightenment 
figures who helped to cement the idea of celebrity should be considered prior to a discussion on 
royal favorites. The practices which bolstered the images of these philosophers and writers can 
also be used to study the self-fashioning of eighteenth-century mistresses. Prior to the 
Enlightenment, public figures consisted of political rulers and government officials, as they had a 
widespread presence in everyday life. The king and his family—in addition to the women he 
surrounded himself with—were all in the spotlight. While the royal family was an object of 
public interest to both people inside and outside of the court, the concept of celebrity in its 
modern usage was not yet formed. The earliest definition of “celebrity” in its modern form 
appears in the Dictionnaire de l’Académie Française in 1762. The definition is only given in 
example sentences: “La célébrité du jour. Cette cérémonie se fit avec grande célébrité. Il signifie 
aussi Grande réputation. La célébrité de son nom” (“Célébrité”). Whereas the Encyclopédie only 
offers a definition of “glory,” and earlier dictionaries mention fame only as it relates to 
“reputation,” Charles Duclos’s Considérations des Mœurs du Siècle (1751) contains one of the 
earliest mentions of the term “celebrity.” Duclos posits that “L’esprit, les talents, le génie 
procurent la célébrité” (99). Offering an explanation on the ramifications of celebrity, he states: 
“When an illustrious man finds himself among those who, without knowing him personally, 
celebrate his name and his presence, he will without a doubt enjoy his celebrity” (Duclos 113). In 
his text, Duclos does not offer a formal definition of “celebrity” —the lack of a concise 
definition suggests that the concept of celebrity in eighteenth century France had not yet been 
formed. However, individuals were aware of the crumbling barriers to access that pushed 
ordinary men into the spotlight. While this change was observed by contemporaries, the term 
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“célébrité” had not yet come to fruition, as the concept of public opinion was still developing in 
France during this time.  
As aforementioned, both aristocrats and commoners paid attention to various aspects of 
the royal family’s life other than their political functions. In France, the curiosity for the personal 
and private lives of kings is reflected in the periodicals detailing the movements of the king and 
his family. The popular fashion magazine written by Jean Donneau de Visé, the Mercure Galant, 
also gave accounts of the travels and whereabouts of the royal family. Given Antoine Lilti’s 
definition of a celebrity as someone whose private life is the object of collective interest, the 
individuals in the king’s close circle can be classified as celebrities. (Celebrity Lilti 7). In the 
eighteenth century, the term of celebrity broadened to include not just kings, but also talented 
men who captivated the public in their own merit.  
The first development of eighteenth-century life which allowed for the democratization 
of the term celebrity was the emerging public voice. Under absolutist monarchical rule, the 
public was considered as a nebulous mass of powerless individuals. In the seventeenth century, 
“public” referred to men in politics who participated in the French government. By the 
eighteenth century, however, the term had grown in scope: the public included readers of written 
works, audiences of the theater, and those who consumed news (Lilti 81). An expanding public 
voice was made possible by the growth of large cities such as Paris due to the migration of rural 
populations in search of jobs created an increased need in labor (Roche 37). During the regency 
in the early eighteenth century, France experienced an expansion of public thought. Without its 
strong leader, this period of transition was marked by a new spirit of cultural accessibility. 
Nobles moved out of the palace and into Paris where they could enjoy a vast array of 
entertainment and culture. This migration shifted the cultural center of France from Versailles to 
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Paris (Melton 97). The cultural exchanges provided by large cities allowed people from different 
places to socialize with each other. Commoners also benefitted from new forms of sociability. 
Culture in the metropolitan city was no longer limited to the aristocracy, as anyone willing to pay 
an entry fee could walk into an art exhibition (Melton 1). Facilitating freer forms of expression, 
the explosion of Parisian cafés created areas for political discussion.  
Noticing the potential profits to be made by large numbers of people in a concentrated 
urban area, the printing industry launched new periodicals to suit a variety of interests. Taking 
advantage of the government leeway that encouraged the publication of periodicals on literature, 
science, and the arts, 252 new titles were founded between 1750 and 1788 (Popkin 18). With 
regards to education, an increasingly literate public allowed for the printing industry to access a 
wider readership, placing books and papers into more hands (Popkin 83). Gazettes such as Le 
Mercure Galant and the Mémoires Secrets pour servir à l’histoire de la république des lettres 
circulated in towns across France and reported on the private lives of popular actors, writers, and 
philosophers (Lilti 69). The interactions between the press and the public can be understood 
through Sharon Marcus’ organization of celebrity. According to Marcus, celebrity is an 
interconnected web consisting of the celebrities themselves, media producers such as newspapers 
and magazines, and members of the public who are exposed to famous figures in their day-to-day 
lives. Celebrity emerges through the interactions between these elements, Marcus argues; no one 
entity in the web has more power than the others. For example, magazines and newspapers that 
write about the private lives of celebrities have no more control over the creation of their fame 
than the celebrities who attempt to curate their image, or than members of the public (Marcus 3-
4). As a vital component of the celebrity-producing machine, the press fosters a sense of 
intimacy between the public and celebrities. By making private facts public, the press gives 
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readers the impression they have a relationship with celebrities. This craving to collect 
information about a famous individual is the catalyst of celebrity culture, driving members of the 
public to seek out items imprinted with their image or recreate their outfits—all in the hopes of 
creating a more intimate bond with the celebrity (Marcus 154).  
As early as the seventeenth century, the popular weekly paper Le Mercure Galant 
reported on the Marquise de Maintenon. The paper provided details about the events she 
attended, the chateaux she frequented with the king, and even her travel companions on her 
excursions outside Versailles. In December 1679, the Mercure praised Maintenon’s character for 
a full page, writing: “she deserves the friendship of all at court” (Visé 342). The Mercure details 
one day in 1680 when the king traveled with an entourage—including Maintenon—to attend 
mass at Notre-Dame (Visé 186).  In 1685, the paper speaks about how ladies at court enjoyed 
taking a stroll through the gardens in a type of seat pulled by four men (Visé 270). Although the 
overzealous flattery may have been in order to appease the royal censors, the paper showed an 
interest Maintenon. These banalities may not seem important at first glance, however, they show 
how the paper was catering to readers’ wishes by describing the day-to-day life of a royal 
mistress.  Before Maintenon, the paper also reported on Madame de Montespan. Due to 
Montespan’s efforts in cultivating her image during her successful reign as mistress, the Mercure 
still spoke about her daily life at court describing anything from who she ate with to her 
whereabouts even after her affair with the king ceased (Visé 80). The attention devoted to 
Montespan is especially revealing considering her tarnished reputation after the Affair of the 
Poisons in 1678. Along with other courtiers, Montespan was suspected of having procured 
magical concoctions from a group of Parisian sorcerers (Mollenauer 18). Rumors flew around 
Versailles accusing Montespan of purchasing love potions to use on the king in order to not lose 
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her spot as mistress. The sacrilegious nature of the scandal called for an investigation inquiring 
about the 400 people involved (Mollenauer 19). After the scandal, the royal favorite was 
effectively exiled to her apartments in Versailles. Despite being cleared from the accusations, her 
reputation was in shambles. Later on, she left court life for the Filles de Saint-Joseph convent in 
Paris. During the investigations, the Mercure stayed silent on the matter as to avoid government 
censorship. Although courtiers were able to hear new information at court, the Parisian public 
was not privy to accurate information and had to rely on gossip as no government source 
revealed the events or mentioned the investigation (Mollenauer 4). The divide between the two 
populations explains the Mercure’s decision to continue following her life in its pages. While she 
was rejected by courtiers as they believed her to be guilty, the public’s desire for news of 
Montespan was strong enough to continue reading about the former mistress despite her 
ostracization from court.  
Mistresses after Montespan would also be subject to opprobrium. Although mistresses 
were often portrayed in a negative light, the lack of respect displayed in these depictions did not 
decrease their celebrity power. Pompadour was famously mocked in Versailles and throughout 
Paris in a series of insulting poems and songs called poissonades5, which took advantage of her 
maiden name of “Poisson” (Lewis 1). Mocking her low-birth and attacking her connections to 
the Pâris brothers who helped her achieve the role of mistress, these rhymes attacked her status 
and character. The most famous one reads: 
The great lords abase themselves,  
The financiers enrich themselves,  
All the Fish are getting big,  
It is the reign of the scoundrels  
A little bourgeoise,  
 
5 See also Émile Raunié, Recueil Clairambault-Maurepas : chansonnier historique du XVIIIe siècle, volume 7, (A. 
Quantin 1880-1884), 135-144.  
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Raised to be a slut,  
Brings everything down to her level  
And makes the court a slum. (Lewis 304) 
 
Although the author of these texts is unknown, the likely culprits are individuals from the 
dévot party, the group formed in opposition to Pompadour’s power. This cabal included the 
members of the royal family as well as the comte d’Argenson and the count de Maurepas (Kaiser 
1025). These insults sought to debase Pompadour’s power via oral communications in court and 
in Paris. Seeing the power of the public to disseminate information, the authors of these poems 
looked towards Parisians as well as individuals at Versailles to create a negative image of the 
mistress. In doing so, they also recognized Pompadour’s celebrity because they were aware of 
that her name was one people encountered on a daily basis.  
These attacks such as the poissonades were not reserved for mistresses alone. Marie-
Antoinette’s unique role as queen to a king who did not take a mistress places her as an 
interesting case. Rebelling against courtly protocol since she stepped foot in France, she fell into 
stereotypes associated with mistresses (Weber 7). As she did not give birth to an heir until seven 
years into her marriage with Louis XVI, she used her body as a weapon against palace etiquette. 
Instead of making use of her body to birth a son, she applied it to another cause. The young 
queen turned to fashion to assert her independence from the responsibility of birthing a dauphin. 
Boldly presenting herself in ostentatious gowns and sky-high coiffures, Marie-Antoinette broke 
sartorial norms that required the queen to follow standards for appropriate attire. During her 
early years at Versailles, she objected to wearing the grands crops, a type of whale-boned bodice 
emblematic of a women’s high rank at court (Weber 67). In addition, she eschewed skirts while 
riding in favor of breeches—a decision which would later be the basis for accusations against her 
of lesbianism due to the outfit’s symbolic masculine power (Weber 81). The unfettered liberty 
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Louis XVI granted her in regard to both her body and her spending habits was reminiscent of a 
mistress’ power over her king. As mentioned in Chapter 1, mistresses were seen as individuals 
who brought glamour to court through costly spending on sartorial splendors. Fueling discontent 
among courtiers and the Parisian public, the liberties she took with court dress and etiquette were 
equated to the sexual freedom of a mistress. The disruption caused by Marie-Antoinette’s sparkle  
labeled her as an adulteress in underground pamphlets, which frequently depicted her engaged in 
sexual acts with her close confidant, the Duchesse de Polignac (Weber 154). Since the public 
viewed sexual deviances as examples of political degradation, the queen was targeted for the 
failings of Louis XVI’s government. Marie-Antoinette’s preference for the loose linen gaulle 
dress sparked rumors of her promiscuity with both men and women. In addition to her 
appearance, her foreignness harmed her chances at appealing to her subjects. The queen’s 
Austrian heritage placed her in cartoons depicting her as an ostrich, a play on words with 
autruche and Autryche (Weber 210). The hate surrounding the queen was intensified by her 
associations to mistresses as she did not fit the traditional mold of French consort.  
The press was not the only medium through which a mistress’s name or image was 
disseminated—the emerging consumer society set the stage for the creation of the celebrity in the 
eighteenth century. The urbanization of France led to more emphasis on manufacturing as cities 
had to produce everyday goods to keep up with growing populations in need of clothing, and 
furniture (Roche 44). Urban consumption was made possible by more favorable living conditions 
(Roche 45). Combined with higher literacy rates, France experienced a growing interest in living 
artistic and academic figures. This burgeoning celebrity culture revolving around authors and 
philosophers was prevalent in Parisian life. While walking through the streets of Paris, one could 
easily purchase a mass-produced portrait, engraving, figurine, or cup with Rousseau or Voltaire’s 
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image for as little as a few sous (Lilti 57). Street merchants produced engravings and prints in 
large quantities, which allowed them to be sold for low prices (Lilti 57). Craving intimacy with 
these hommes de lettres, the purchase of these images followed what Lilti refers to as “medicated 
quasi-interactions” (44). This type of interaction applies to relationships formed through 
marketing between fan and celebrity who do not physically meet. Creating the illusion of 
closeness, these low-cost goods gave fans the illusion of a relationship to the celebrity. This 
process also served as a more effective business model than the tedious and pricey sale of 
paintings, however, it disrupted the traditional significance of the ownership of portraits. 
Culturally, the display of a portrait in a home represented a familial or friendly relationship 
between the owner and the person depicted (Lilti 52). As influential people were immortalized in 
paint, the private ownership of portraits also suggested that the owner was financially capable to 
hire an artist (Lilti 53). This association of familiarity was broken with the introduction of mass-
produced images as anyone could place Rousseau’s image in their home.  
  Material goods featuring the name or likeness of mistresses, such as fashion dolls, 
were popular and widely circulated, contributing to the creation and sustaining of their celebrity. 
As early as the fourteenth century, new trends in fashion were displayed on dolls and shipped to 
royal courts throughout Europe for the nobility to select what they wished to be seen in. Sent by 
dressmakers instead of dollmakers, the display of clothes on a miniature model allowed for 
courtiers to experience the feel of the fabrics, see the quality of the colors up close, and visualize 
the minuscule details of the articles of clothing (Croizat 94). Because fashion as a tool of power 
reached all realms in Europe, dolls were used in diplomatic exchanges between rulers. Offering a 
doll to a foreign power promised to acquaint the people at their court with new fashions from 
abroad, thus promoting the country’s cultural code and facilitating the spread of its own unique 
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method of luxury (Ibid). When Paris emerged as a fashion capital, fashion dolls gained 
popularity, as dressmakers were eager to promote their styles abroad (Crowston 155). The 
decision to use Pompadour’s likeness in a fashion doll was an effective utilization of her 
celebrity to advertise clothing. Whereas queens were traditionally viewed as demure—with 
Marie-Antoinette serving as a notable exception—mistresses were stereotypically associated 
with glamour and excess (Wellman 6). As stated by Marcus, in order for an individual to become 
a celebrity, their image must be circulated. This allows the public to begin to give them the 
recognition they need. In putting a face with a name, the public is able to form a basic level of 
connection with the celebrity. As drawings or paintings of a celebrity are shared, they gain 
momentum among the public. The more copies there are of a celebrity’s image, the more 
captivating the celebrity becomes based on the sheer prevalence of these visuals (Marcus 120).  
During the years Madame de Pompadour lived at Versailles as maîtresse en titre, a stylist 
created a fashion doll resembling the royal favorite to send abroad. Along with the doll, the set 
featured a robe de negligée for the morning, various hairstyles with accessories, and written 
explanations regarding how to style the doll in à la mode ensembles (Weber 121). The doll’s size 
also deviated from the standard dimensions for a fashion doll, as it was built to be life-sized. 
Because of its size, the huge doll created in her image reflects the fame and grandeur Pompadour 
exuded during her time as favorite. The size itself indicates that Pompadour was a larger-than-
life figure which speaks to opinions on her actions at court. As a lover of the arts, she became 
well-known for her performances at Versailles, continuing to pursue her pastime as she had 
when she lived at her estate, Étiolles. Resentment towards Pompadour festered in the theatre due 
to exaggerated accounts of the expenditures for her shows and those of her involvement in the 
Seven Years’ War resulting in an alliance with Austria (Pompadour Kaiser 1041). The 
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performances themselves proved to be controversial, as they unabashedly rehearsed the same 
storyline: an adulterous relationship in which Pompadour played the main character. During one 
performance, she unapologetically sang the line "Finally he is in my power” (Kaiser 1033). 
Condemnations of Pompadour’s behavior also targeted Louis XV himself, labeling him as a 
despotic monarch. Critics increasingly attacked his moral character—not due to his unchecked 
strength, but rather for his weakness in allowing himself to be controlled and emasculated by a 
woman (Kaiser 1042). Depicted as extensive and all-encompassing by enemy courtiers, the dévot 
party, Pompadour’s political prowess surpassed that of previous mistresses, with the exception of 
Maintenon. The criticisms of her excess and shocking audacity could also be viewed in the 
enlarged version of the doll. Seen as a larger-than-life figure for surpassing all odds as the first 
bourgeois mistress, her astonishing rise to power can explain the life-sized doll.  
Given that these dolls were sent abroad as symbols of France’s cultural and political power, the 
maker of the poupée was confident in Pompadour’s recognizable image, knowing that her face, 
figure, and style would also be identifiable outside of France. The commodification of the king’s 
mistress cemented her celebrity status in the consumer culture of the eighteenth century in the 
same vein as the celebrated philosophes. Just as the philosophes appeared on objects in Parisian 
markets, Pompadour graced life-sized figurines (Lilti 57). As argued by Marcus, fans typically 
content themselves with receiving an image of a celebrity. However, only a small number of 
people within a group of fans will surpass standard levels of fandom and become the producers 
of original objects featuring their idol. The anonymous creator of the Pompadour doll could be 
considered as a fan who crossed over this boundary to create an object glorifying her as a fashion 
icon. Being transformed into an object representing France and its fashions, Pompadour 
successfully became a sartorial knowledge broker, surpassing the barriers set in place by 
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aristocrats who saw themselves as the traditional trendsetters. A few years later, Marie 
Antoinette’s marchande de mode, or fashion purveyor, Rose Bertin, followed the example set by 
Pompadour by creating a fashion doll in the queen’s likeness (Weber 121). The decision to use 
Pompadour’s likeness in a fashion doll was an effective utilization of her celebrity to advertise 
clothing, a technique that had an impact on Bertin years later. The arrival of the queen’s doll 
brought a tremendous amount of excitement, as women approached the dolls as they were seeing 
the queen herself (Weber 121). Judging by Bertin’s initiative to copy the idea, fans must have 
been equally enthused by Pompadour’s doll.  
In addition to consumer goods, mistresses used to convey themselves through particular 
characters or themes. Image-savvy mistresses began planning their legacies even prior to the 
nascent age of celebrity culture in the eighteenth century. Using classical references to Greek and 
Roman gods and goddesses, royal favorites selected images and characters that would be easily 
identifiable to their peers. Most notable among them was Diane de Poitiers whose representation 
as the goddess Diana associated her with the refinement of classical symbols of love and virtue 
(Wellman 217).  Diane de Poitiers capitalized on the cultural resurgence of classical figures and 
allegorical representations during the Renaissance to symbolically equate herself with the 
goddess Diana (Wellman 214). In paintings, Poitiers was depicted with a bow and arrow to 
resemble the goddess of hunting. Particularly intrigued by Diana’s virtue, Poitiers wanted to 
emulate this characteristic of the goddess when painted. As her body did not face forwards in 
visual depictions, Poitiers recreated the spirit of chastity through associations with the ethereal 
goddess (Wellman 214). Being synonymous with the goddess through repetition of the 
association in literature and painting, Diane elevated herself above other mistresses as her 
representation with antiquity added a mythic quality to her life as her story inspired fictional 
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tales (Wellman 219). Agnès Sorel developed her pious reputation through her dedication to 
charitable acts—for instance, commissioning a statue of Mary Magdalene and donating it to an 
abbey (Wellman 50). 
The prominence of mistresses in French cultural life persisted as allusions to these 
historical figures continued the rich tradition of allegorical idealizations. In the eighteenth 
century, this tradition was still very much alive as evidenced by Marie-Antoinette’s costume 
during a masked ball. As a means to take courtier’s mind off her rebellions against court 
formalities, the young and controversial queen took to planning lavish themed events (Crowston 
99). During a ball celebrating the court of Henry IV, she appeared as Henry IV’s mistress, 
Gabrielle d’Estrées, with Louis dressed as the Renaissance king by her side (Lever 148).  
Berated for her fashion choices, the scandalous decision to show herself at court in front 
of hundreds of nobles dressed as a beloved king’s mistress reflected her audacity and bravery. In 
addition, the literal resemblance to a mistress of French history brought her image even closer to 
that of a royal favorite. The sheer cost of her take on Gabrielle displayed her proclivity for 
spending extravagant sums on clothing (Crowston 99). While mistresses were expected to 
enchant the court with their beauty, Marie-Antoinette’s example disrupted hundreds of years of 
courtly tradition. Unwilling to conform to the rigid constraints of queenly comportment, she 
turned to clothing as a mode of self-representation, disregarding conventions with every 
whalebone corset she abandoned and every pouf mounted on her head. Through the costume, she 
challenged the binary imposed on the two most important women at court.  
Similar to the Austrian queen, Gabrielle d’Estrées blurred the lines between mistress and 
queen. As Henry IV’s queen, Marguerite de Valois, had not borne him children, he mobilized 
cardinals to seek an annulment for his marriage with the hopes of making Gabrielle his bride 
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before her sudden death while pregnant with their fourth child (Wellamn 351). Using costume as 
a vehicle for her symbolic message highlights Gabrielle’s fame. Since celebrities’ images are 
reproduced through their fans, Marie-Antoinette’s appropriation of Gabrielle’s likeness speaks to 
the Renaissance mistress’ place in French history (Marcus 148). Copying a trademark accessory 
or hairstyle shows an association to a celebrity. The homage also signals to others that the fan 
has a sense of belonging to the aesthetics or opinions promulgated by the celebrity. As the 
organizer of her sumptuous parties, Marie-Antoinette ensured her spot as the center of attention 
during her soirees by requesting that her guests conform to a detailed dress code while she broke 
the requirements to dazzle in a show-stopping costume (Crowston 98). Marie-Antoinette’s 
formation of her own image through costume shows how the queen perceived Gabrielle. In 
presenting herself as the Renaissance mistress, she signified that Gabrielle’s image and credit 
was equal to hers and worthy of being interpreted by a queen.   
In addition to biblical and classical allusions drawn from the past, mistresses also turned 
to the present to foster their image. In the seventeenth century, the Marquise de Montespan’s 
patronage of Molière and Lully bolstered their talents, helping to propel them to become the 
most celebrated artists of their day (Adams & Adams 175). When Lully wanted to purchase the 
rights to the Académie Royale de Musique in 1672 from the poet Pierre Perrin, it was likely 
Montespan who gave him the funds to do so (Isherwood 165). By being responsible for the 
figures who would come to define the Baroque aesthetic, Montespan demonstrated her ability to 
anticipate—and ultimately shape—what her aristocratic peers would accept and consider 
tasteful.  
Crafting her image both during her time as mistress and after her relationship with the 
king, Pompadour’s awareness of how she was perceived at court can be observed in the art she 
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commissioned. Upon realizing that her relationship with the king had become platonic, she 
signaled that shift by commissioning a statue from Jean-Baptise Pigalle entitled Friendship 
Consoling Love. A 1759 Boucher portrait of Pompadour depicts the sculpture in the background, 
serving as a sign of her continued influence in her new position as the king’s trusted friend and 
confidante (Hyde 463). Another Boucher portrait of Pompadour underscores the nature of her 
self-fashioning. Showing her at her toilette in the process of applying her makeup with a blush 
brush in hand, the portrait skips the application of the makeup. As Melissa Hyde argues, 
Pompadour had already completed the process of self-fashioning before her portraitist placed the 
first brush strokes on his canvas (Hyde 468). Thus, the art Pompadour had made to represent 
herself shows her involvement in the image making process.  
Mistresses used narratives, visuals, and marketing to enhance their fame. Although the 
idea of celebrity was not a formal concept in Old Regime France, mistresses were aware of the 
interactions between themselves, the media, and the public. Mistresses were also forward-
looking as they sought to project a certain image onto their legacies. Recognizing their important 











      Conclusion   
 
 Creating spaces that were not available to women during Old Regime France, the 
example of the maîtress en titre can be used to consider larger questions about the role of women 
in pre-revolutionary France. An examination of life during the Old Regime in general can also be 
enriched through the study of the royal mistress. While these women did come from privileged 
backgrounds, they were unable to have official power within the patriarchal society that reserved 
government jobs for men. Through informal avenues of influence, they were able to make space 
for themselves in a place that rejected their authority.  
 In studying the royal mistress as a profession, historians can further the understanding of 
the credit systems that allowed women to achieve this role, as well as the historical and cultural 
developments that permitted royal favorites to reach high levels of prominence and public 
visibility. The associations of mistresses to the kept women of elite prostitution offers a possible 
start to begin this study.  
 The mythic quality of the mistress is an important idea that should be developed further. 
As mistresses were depicted in art and literature following their deaths, an understanding of how 
they were mythicized and what factors contributed to this phenomenon is necessary. French 
history abounds with an array of references to Antiquity, therefore, the creation of the 
iconography of mistresses is developed alongside French culture. On the topic of mistresses and 
celebrity, historians should classify mistresses as celebrities. Although many of the most visible 
Enlightenment celebrities happened to be men, there remains a gap in the study of women 
celebrities in the eighteenth century. 
 53 
 The figure of the mistress should also be considered in explanations of libertinism. 
During this movement of sexual freedom, men achieved higher status in seducing women. The 
king can be viewed as a prime example of a libertine man seeking the attentions of numerous 
women to further his own image of desirability. Although both men and women took part in 
libertinism, women were at a disadvantage compared to men and could not flaunt this aspect of 
their lives as openly without facing repercussions. The fictional Dangerous Liaisons depicted 
women’s struggle to be their authentic selves in the character of Madame de Merteuil. The 
famous quote in which she declares herself a self-made woman also resonates with the study of 
mistresses as they deviated from the traditional path created for women.  
 Facing controversy due to the moral standards they broke, in addition to simply being in a 
position of power, mistresses were at the center of controversies surrounding women’s roles. 
Given that much of the same negative rhetoric is used in present times to denigrate women in 
positions of political power, the study of the maîtresses en titres can help to illuminate issues in 
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